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Idioms, a special group of language, are the embodiment of human thought, and 
represent the essence of culture. They are commonly thought to be fixed, but display 
many variations in actual use. Contrary to literal language, they deliver meaning by 
means other than their component parts, and metaphors are among their favorite 
vehicles for achieving this goal. Therefore, idioms are very important for EFL 
learners, yet quite difficult to learn. However, the current idioms dictionaries are 
rarely specially targeted at EFL learners, and they do a very poor job in representing 
the variations and the metaphoricity of idioms. In this light, the study aims to find 
improvements for idioms dictionaries for EFL learners by probing into relevant 
linguistic and cognitive theories, and making practical suggestions for the 
betterment of such dictionaries. The metaphoricity of idioms and the variations of 
idioms are closely examined, and practical suggestions on shaping such an idioms 
dictionary that may better help EFL learners are put forward: presenting idiom 
variations, integrating metaphorical knowledge, bridging the literal and the 
idiomatic meanings of idioms, delaying definitions, implementing pragmatic 
considerations and using learners’ first language in some parts of the dictionary. 
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Chapter One  Introduction 
1.1  Research Background 
1.1.1  Idioms in the English Language 
Human language is creative. We communicate through speaking and writing on a 
daily basis, yet little of what we say is repeated. We use different linguistic 
expressions to describe and comment on a myriad of real life situations, constantly 
creating something new. Even expressions about the same fact or emotion can come 
in a variety of forms. When talking about a health problem, for example, we may 
say “I’m not feeling very well today,” or “I don’t feel quite myself today,” or “I’m 
feeling a bit under the weather today,” or any other utterances that deliver a similar 
message. The creativity of language fascinates linguists, including the Chomskyan 
school that has developed a transformational-generative grammar to account for the 
syntactic variety and creativity of the English language. 
Idioms, a special group of word combinations in English, manifest the 
complexity and creativity of the language to a great extent. Contrary to the common 
belief that idioms are fixed and conventionalized, they also show degrees of 
variation that add to the creativity of language(Langlotz, 2006; Moon, 1998). The 
generative grammar approach sees idiomaticity as anomaly because idioms violate 
its fundamentally logic rules(Chafe, 1968; Fraser, 1970). Then again, it’s like what 
Johnson-Laird(1993) said, “If natural language had been designed by a logician, 
idioms would not exist.”  
Interesting as they are, idioms are not used in everyday life as frequently as one 
should imagine. In a corpus study, Grant(2005) makes a list of 103 “core idioms”, 
which are found to be used relatively infrequently as shown in the British National 
Corpus, and that none of them merits inclusion in the 5,000 most frequent words of 
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idioms) appear in the low and insignificant frequency range (less than 1 token per 
million) and 8% of them are not recorded by the corpus used in that study1(Moon, 
1998). 
The low frequency of idioms in corpora does not mean that idioms are 
peripheral use of language. Instead, idioms reflect one of the fundamental properties 
of language, that is, a mirror of human thought. A considerable amount of idioms are 
metaphorical, embodying our interaction with the external world in the language we 
use. They can be used to refer to various kinds of human activities, abstract or 
concrete. For example, we say “cold turkey” to denote a sudden and abrupt cessation, 
“pull one’s leg” to mean making fun of someone, and “shoot the breeze” to refer to 
having a casual conversation. Evidently, idioms usually have literal counterparts. 
The choice of using an idiom in favor of its literal counterpart, then, can perhaps be 
accounted for by the idiom principle(Sinclair, 1991), and in some cases also reflects 
the user’s intention to deliver a particular attitude toward the communicated content. 
Section 2.5 will look more closely at Sinclair’s idiom principle. 
1.1.2  Idioms: A Stumbling Block for EFL learners 
Idioms in the English language are so special that they constitute serious stumbling 
blocks for EFL learners. They are “illogical” as they display a certain degree of 
fixedness and are subject to the limitation of syntactic transformation and other 
usage restrictions. However, the degree of fixedness is not easy for learners to grasp, 
since idioms also have variations. Such duality of idioms being both fixed and 
variable at the same time undoubtedly compounds the problem for the learners. 
Despite their low frequency, idioms carry a great weight in the learning of 
English as a foreign language for learners. As metaphors are constantly found in 
idioms, idioms represent a very special group of human language that reflect the 
mentality and culture of the people in question. For the same reason, idioms, 
especially the core idioms, can be very hard to learn and remember. There might be 













Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
